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BELARUS AND ITS FUTURE: DEMOCRACY OR
SOVIET STYLE DICTATORSHIP?

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 31, 2004

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON EUROPE,
COMMITTEE ON INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS,
Washington, DC.

The Subcommittee met, pursuant to call, at 1:36 a.m. in Room
2200, Rayburn House Office Building, Hon. Doug Bereuter (Chair-
man of the Subcommittee) presiding.

Mr. BEREUTER. The Europe Subcommittee will be in order. We
will proceed with our hearing on Belarus. I have an opening state-
ment, and we will turn then to Mr. Wexler.

Regrettably, 13 years after the fall of communism, Belarus re-
mains one of the few remaining nations in Europe where the tran-
sition to democracy has not only not taken hold but the country
continues to cling to a style of government in the mode of the old
Soviet regime.

President Lukashenka continues to rule as a dictator, and his
government continues to crack down on those individuals and orga-
nizations who are trying to help build support for democracy and
democratic institutions.

According to the 2003 Human Rights Report, the human rights
situation in Belarus “remained very poor and worsened in some
areas.” Those are the words from the report. Although the report
notes “improvements in a few areas” compared to last year’s report,
the 2003 report says President Alyaksandr Lukashenka “intensi-
fied his attack on democratic institutions.”

The report says that the local elections held in 2003 were neither
free nor fair. It adds that the judiciary in Belarus is not inde-
pendent and that Belarusian security services have committed seri-
ous human rights abuses. It also notes that Belarusian authorities
did not undertake “serious efforts” to account for the disappear-
ances in previous years of several well-known opposition leaders.

Finally, the report states that the government has restricted
freedom of speech, press and association and introduced several
new decrees that further restrict these basic rights.

This fall, Belarus will hold parliamentary elections. Several of
the main political opposition parties have united in a common plat-
form in an attempt to bring democracy and respectability back to
the legislature.

Unfortunately, members of the opposition political parties and
participants in political demonstrations have been subjected to in-
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creased harassment, including surveillance by government agents,
arrests and physical abuse.

Recently, Speaker Dennis Hastert and several of us met with the
leaders of the opposition, collectively known as the Coalition Five-
Plus, to discuss the elections and their vision for a democratic fu-
ture for Belarus. Regrettably, one of the Coalition leaders, Anatoly
Lebedko the United Civic Party was recently arrested and charged
with slandering President Lukashenka. This is just another exam-
ple of the repressive regime’s harassment of opposition political fig-
ures and casts a pall over the forthcoming elections and probably
forecasts the manner in which the debate on Belarus’ future will
be restricted.

In the past year, the government has intensified its ongoing as-
sault on independent media which has included the closure of sev-
eral newspapers and the jailing of journalists on libel charges. Our
staff recently met with several members of the Belarusian Associa-
tion of Journalists who discussed how difficult it will be for the re-
maining independent media in Belarus to effectively report on the
upcoming elections, as the government will use all measures of in-
timidation against those media outlets that provide coverage of all
opposition political parties and their candidates. That is their judg-
ment.

The Belarusian government also severely restricts activities of
nongovernment organizations, such as the International Repub-
lican Institute, forcing some personnel from that organization to
provide democracy and elections training in Lithuania instead of
inside Belarus.

Finally, the economy in Belarus has not fared well under the cur-
rent government. High inflation, dependence on collectivization,
and the lack of market reform have plagued Belarus’ economic pro-
ductivity.

For all these reasons, it is important that the United States gov-
ernment, including this Congress, continue to emphatically express
its strong support for free, fair and transparent elections and more
definitive progress toward establishing a functioning democracy in
Belarus.

I look forward to the testimony of our witnesses today.

But first I would like to turn to the distinguished Ranking Mem-
ber, the gentleman from Florida, Mr. Wexler, for his statement.

Mr. WEXLER. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

I want to first thank you for holding today’s hearing, and also
I want to join you in welcoming the very distinguished panel that
has been assembled.

I cannot think of a more appropriate time to discuss the future
of Belarus given the extraordinary developments of this past week
in Washington where several former Soviet Bloc nations officially
entered NATO. Over the past 15 years, the despair and repression
that permeated throughout Soviet Bloc nations following the end of
World War II has been replaced by hope, opportunity and the
chance for greater Euro-Atlantic integration.

The United States and our European allies deserve great praise
and credit for this historic transformation, which could not have oc-
curred without close cooperation and a common vision for a free,
united and democratic Europe.
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Despite these successes, the Cold War goals of the transatlantic
alliance have not been fulfilled. Today, millions of people in East-
ern Europe, the Caucasus and in the Central Asian Republics have
yet to remove the yoke of their Soviet past and fulfill their aspira-
tions of democracies and greater human rights.

Like the citizens of these new EU and NATO members, 10 mil-
lion Belarusians who suffered greatly under the thumb of the So-
viet Union and under the iron fist of Alyaksandr Lukashenka des-
perately need and deserve American and European attention and
support as they seek greater freedom and prosperity.

Unfortunately, since 1994, Belarus and all of its state institu-
tions have been totally controlled by the illegitimately elected
Alyaksandr Lukashenka. The Bush Administration has rightfully
called Mr. Lukashenka the last dictator in Europe.

I join the global community in loudly condemning growing
human rights violations being committed by Mr. Lukashenka and
his rogue regime. Additionally, I join Amnesty International in call-
ing on the United Nations Human Rights Commission to urge
Lukashenka and the Belarusian authorities to adhere to the prin-
ciples of the U.N. Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, and
harassment and intimidation of human rights defenders and the
practice of detaining people solely for the peaceful exercise of their
fundamental rights to freedom and expression and association, and
cooperate fully with the human rights mechanisms of the UN.

The year 2004 is critical to Belarus’ democratic efforts. Par-
liamentary elections take place in the fall which will determine the
future course of Belarus. I strongly support the courageous effort
and resolve of the People’s Coalition of Five-Plus. Five-Plus rep-
resents Belarus greatest hope. However, they are facing growing
dangers including intimidation, harassment and arrest.

America, Europe and especially Russia have an obligation to as-
sist Five-Plus and those Belarusians seeking political and social
change. Given Russia’s extraordinary influence of Belarus, it is
critically important that President Putin and his government use
their influence to usher in a new era of Belarusian democracy.
Moscow must understand that their course of action either to sup-
port or oppose democratic forces in Belarus will be weighed heavily
in Washington and should and could effect United States-Russian
relations.

Congress can also play a significant role in supporting Bela-
rusian democratic reformers. I strongly support legislation such as
the Belarus Democracy Act which Chairman Bereuter spoke about
in his opening statement.

This legislation sends an important signal to democratic activists
in Belarus that the United States is committed to their cause and
that we will stand shoulder-to-shoulder with them in their demo-
cratic revolution.

Mr. Chairman, the winds of democracy and freedom have yet to
reach nations like Belarus. Despite once unthinkable progress,
Euro-Atlantic integration in a united, free and democratic Europe
remain out of reach for millions. It is critical that the United
States, Europe, Russia and the international community seize this
historic opportunity to support Five-Plus and other democratic
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forces in Belarus as they tear down the walls of repression iso-
lating their nation.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. BEREUTER. Thank you very much, Mr. Wexler, for your state-
ment and for your very direct views that we seem to share.

We are pleased today to have with us 3 gentlemen as our wit-
nesses.

Gentlemen, we thank you very much for your appearance and for
the time you have devoted to preparing your statements. Your en-
tire statements will be made a part of the record. But I would like
to introduce all three of you at this point

Dr. Ariel Cohen is a research fellow at the Heritage Foundation.
He began work there in 1992 and has developed expertise on Rus-
sia, Central and Eastern Europe and the Caucasus, just to name
a few. He is a native of Yalta. He received his Ph.D. at the Fletcher
School of Law and diplomacy at Tufts University. He served as a
consultant to both the Executive Branch and private sector on poli-
cies toward Russia, Central and Eastern Europe.

He is a regular commentator on Russia and Eurasian issues, nu-
merous issues related to them on numerous television programs
such as CNN, BBC, Voice of America. He is an author, his writings
appear in many national newspapers such as his recent article on
Belarus which appeared in The Washington Times.

Welcome.

Mr. Paul LeGendre currently serves as the Program Officer for
the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly. In his position, he provides an-
alytical and organizational assistance to the Working Group on
Belarus. He has traveled to Belarus on numerous occasions with
the working group.

Prior to joining OSCE Parliamentary Assembly, Mr. LeGendre
served as a Europe Program Coordinator for the International
League of Human Rights. He holds degrees from Boston College
and Columbia University.

Mr. Stephen Nix serves as the Regional Program Director on
Eurasia for the International Republican Institute. Prior to joining
IRI, Mr. Nix served as a Senior Democracy Specialist at the United
States Agency For International Development. Mr. Nix has also
served as Legal Council to the International Foundation for Elec-
toral Systems and has written extensively on legal and political re-
forms in Russia and the Ukraine. He received his law degree from
Georgetown University Law Center.

Gentlemen, your entire written statements will be made a part
of the record. We would ask that you summarize but I think there
is no reason why you should not have a fairly generous amount of
time so we can receive the maximum benefit from your views. So
we will say about 8 minutes for each of you.

Dr. Cohen you are first on the list. You may proceed as you wish.

STATEMENT OF ARIEL COHEN, PH.D., RESEARCH FELLOW,
HERITAGE FOUNDATION

Mr. CoHEN. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman it is a pleasure
to appear again before you. I testified on Central Asia the last
time.
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About 7 weeks ago I went to Riga, Latvia to meet with the lead-
ers of the Belarusian opposition and I am shocked and incensed to
hear that Mr. Lebedko, one of the participants in that meeting, one
of the most able leaders of the Belarusian opposition, has been ar-
rested. I think there is a shame to Mr. Lukashenka and his regime.

As October 2004 parliamentary elections in Belarus are becoming
a priority for democratic forces in the country and for Western
friends, this is the time to act.

It is a time to consolidate the opponents of the status quo, which
adds to the people and gives them hope. This is a task first and
foremost for Belarusian opposition but also for those who under-
stand what is at stake to come to the assistance for the Belarusian
people and to fight for the future of Belarus.

At stake is how willing or unwilling the West is to fight for lib-
erty. If we are not ready to defend freedom, what can we say about
our attitude and policy toward rogue regimes and the friends of
rogue regimes? And what is a better place to start than its own
home base, Europe.

Alyaksandr Lukashenka, who was elected President in 1994 and
engineered his own reelection in 2001 with major violations of the
Belarusian Constitution and international democratic norms, is
continuing his policies.

The opposition refused to recognize legitimacy of those elections.
In 1996, he dismissed the National Assembly and Constitutional
Court and imposed his own constitution, further alienating
Belarusians. He has supported every dictator from Kim Jong-il to
Yasser Arafat to Saddam Hussein.

In the case of Belarus, it is important to recognize that hardline
elements of the Russian government were strongly supporting Mr.
Lukashenka as long as he was engaged in pro-Russia policy. How-
ever, many in the Russian leadership today have grown exas-
perated with Lukashenka’s antics, and even those with lowered de-
mocracy standards may finally recognize that the dictator is becom-
ing a liability for Moscow.

The struggle for freedom in Belarus is greater than Belarus
itself. It is about Russia helping, tolerating or opposing democracy
this year. It is about setting a good example for Russia and the
Ukraine. It is also about preventing the process of rebuilding the
Soviet Empire regardless of how nostalgic some people may get in
Moscow.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Belarus has remained the
Jurassic Park of authoritarianism in the heart of a democratizing
Europe. However, it is also a huge lab in which retrograde forces
of the old Soviet Regime are attempting to develop new models of
repression which may apply in Russia and possibly Ukraine.

It is not accidental that the rumors of extending presidential
terms in violation of existing constitutions are repeatedly floated
and then vehemently denied, which makes them even more cred-
ible, in Minsk, Moscow and Kyiv.

It is true that Belarus was one of the most Soviet among all So-
viet republics. It is also true that anti-communist and nationalist
movement there were among the weakest in the old Soviet Union.
However, I do not want to blame the people of Belarus for what
happened next.
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There are other examples of totalitarian and authoritarian re-
gimes in the former Soviet camp where the pre-reform conditions
were appalling. Romania, Bulgaria and Ukraine had all started
from a position of severe disadvantage in comparison with the
Czech Republic and Estonia.

Nevertheless, their achievements are quite remarkable. Romania
and Bulgaria are in NATO and on the way to EU membership. And
in Ukraine, the opposition leader Victor Yushchenko consistently
remains the most popular presidential candidate.

If Russia’s main priority in Belarus, safe and secure gas transit,
is secured it certainly should be no problem for Moscow to cooper-
ate with the West to ease Lukashenka out. Belarus becomes a test
case of Russia’s policy on integration with the West based on
shared democratic values. This remains to be seen. Belarus be-
comes a litmus test for Russia, for its future relationship with the
West.

Lukashenka’s performance is indeed abysmal, and you know
that, Mr. Chairman. Inflation is rampant. There is no meaningful
privatization, and agriculture is still collectivized. Seventy percent
of the country’s economic output of state-owned enterprises piles up
in warehouses. No one is willing to buy Belarusian goods.

NGOs are denied registration. The country’s human rights track
record is so abysmal that the U.S. State Department’s Human
Rights Report uses language reserved for totalitarian states when
dealing with Belarus.

So what is there to be done? To facilitate Lukashenka’s road
from presidency back to the farm, the collective farm of which he
was once a chairman or, even better, to Pyongyang to exile, several
steps can be taken: One, unification of the sustained cooperation of
three main opposition groups in Belarus. Over 200 Belarusian op-
position political parties, organizations and NGOs are working at
cross-purposes. The Lukashenka regime will play one against the
other, rendering them ineffective.

Two, development of a joint strategy, programs and projects,
nominating a single viable opposition candidate in each electoral
district. The demise of the liberal parties in the Russian December
2003 Duma elections indicates that refusal to cooperate leads to
premature political death.

Next, severe public criticism of violation of election procedures,
criticized in the past by the Organization for Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe, which should demand that the electoral laws are
amended per OSCE’s past recommendations and that the OSCE
elections observation mission is allowed to deploy in Belarus well
ahead of the October 2004 elections.

In my personal view, OSCE should be able to should be ready to
declare the elections illegitimate in case of election falsification and
other violations.

We should expand domestic and international campaigns to pub-
licly investigate the disappearance of Lukashenka’s political oppo-
nents. In Riga, we met with the wives of some of these leaders who
disappeared. Appointment of an international public tribunal to
that end and initiation of criminal procedures in Europe and pos-
sibly the United States against those in the President’s circle who
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ordered and participated in murder of opposition political leaders
and journalists.

I am skipping some of the recommendations. They are indeed
submitted for the record.

I do believe that Western friends of Belarus should prepare for
a turn-out-the-vote campaign, working with Belarusian NGO’s, fo-
cussed on youth and urban voters who traditionally mistrust
Lukashenka.

Both United States and our European allies should reach out to
the voters of Belarus through significant and material support of
the democratic opposition as well as using tools of public diplo-
macy, such as international broadcasting from countries around
Belarus in the AM band by opposition radio stations, launching op-
position TV broadcasting, and expanding people-to-people and edu-
cational changes.

Russia is indeed in the picture. So the consultation with Russia
regarding the possible change of regime will make Belarus more
predictable and will benefit Russia by eliminating the need to sub-
sidize the Belarusian economy through below-market-price natural
gas, which provides $2 billion to the inefficient state sector, and by
{Haking the transit route for the Russian gas to Europe more sta-

e.

The business of freedom in Belarus, as you said Mr. Chairman,
is far from over. Belarus, just like Ukraine, Moldova, have not fully
completed their transition from the Soviet system to democratic
capitalism. It is the duty of its neighbors near and far to help com-
plete this process and to reach the safe coast of democracy, security
and prosperity.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Cohen follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF ARIEL COHEN, PH.D., RESEARCH FELLOW, HERITAGE
FOUNDATION

Mr. Chairman, members of the Committee,

As the 2004 Parliamentary elections in Belarus are becoming a priority for demo-
cratic forces in the country and for Western friends of Belarussian democracy, it is
the time to act.

It is time to consolidate opponents of the status quo, reach out to the people, and
give them hope. This is the task, first and foremost, for the Belarussian opposition,
but also for those who understand that at stake is more than just the future of
Belarus, important as it is. At stake is how the West is willing—or unwilling—to
fight for liberty.

If it is ready to defend freedom, what is a better place to start than its own home
base—Europe. At stake is our own future.

At stake in Belarus is how we handle rogue regimes—and friends of rogue re-
gimes. Lukashenka has supported every dictator from Kim Chung II, to Yasir
Arafat, to Saddam Hussein.

In the case of Belarus it is important to recognize that extraneous forces were
supporting Mr. Lukashenka and his pro-Russian rhetoric and policy through and
through. However, many in the Russian leadership have exasperated with
Lukashenka’s antics, and even those with lower democracy standards may finally
recognize that the dictator is becoming a liability for Moscow.

The struggle for freedom in Belarus is greater than Belraus itself. It is about Rus-
sia helping, tolerating, or opposing democracy next year. It is about setting a good
example for Russia and Ukraine. And, it is also about preventing the process of re-
building the Soviet empire—regardless of how nostalgic some people get in Moscow.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Belarus has remained a Jurassic park of
authoritarianism in the heart of a democratizing Europe. However, it is also a huge
lab, in which retrograde forces of the old Soviet regime are attempting to develop
new models of repression, which they may apply in Russia, and possibly Ukraine.
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It is not accidental that the rumors of extending presidential terms in violation
of existing constitutions are repeatedly floated and then vehemently denied—which
makes them ever more credible—in Minsk, Moscow and Kyiv.

It is true that Belarus was one of the most Soviet among all Soviet republics. It
is true that the anti-communist and nationalist movement there was among the
weakest. However, I do not want to blame the people of Belarus for what happened
next.

There are other examples of totalitarian and authoritarian regimes in the former
Soviet camp, where the pre-reform conditions were appalling. Romania, Bulgaria,
and Ukraine, had all started from a point of a severe disadvantage in comparison
with the Czech Republic and Estonia. Nevertheless, their achievements are quite re-
markable. Romania and Bulgaria are in NATO and on the way to the EU member-
ship, and in Ukraine, the democratic opposition leader Victor Yushchenko consist-
ently remains the most popular presidential candidate.

If Russian main priority in Belarus, safe and secure gas transit, is assured, there
certainly should be no problem for Moscow to cooperate with the West to ease
Lukashenka out. Can Belarus become a test case of Russian policy of integration
with the West based on shared democratic values? In a way, Belarus becomes a lit-
mus test on Russian future relationship with the West.

Performance of Belarus under Lukashenka, judged by objective international cri-
teria, has been a disaster. Inflation is rampant; there’s been no meaningful privat-
ization; agriculture is still collectivized. 70 percent of the country’s economic output
of state-owned enterprises piles up in warehouses, as no one is willing to buy
Belarussian goods.

NGOs are denied registration. The country’s human rights track record is so abys-
mal, that the U.S. State Department’s Human Rights report uses language reserved
to totalitarian states.

The regime has been cracking down on political opposition, independent media,
and civil society activists. However, Lukashenka’s repressions may be sowing the
seeds of his own demise.

However, the recent events in Georgia, some fatigue in Moscow with
Lukashenka’s escapades, and most importantly, his utter failure to provide
Belarussians with a road to a decent future, may indicate that 2004 will be the year
in which he could return back to the kolkhoz—or even better, be investigated and
tried for abuse of power, for disappearances and possibly murder of his political op-
ponents, and for other crimes. Another solution for Lukashenka would be political
as;}rllum in North Korea, Syria, or Cuba, albeit those regimes may not live very long,
either.

The historic experience of the Soviet Union shows, that pro-independence forces,
from Central Asia to Moldova, learned from the leadership of the Baltic States.
Once the communist leadership failed to stop the surge to freedom in Vilnius, Riga
and Tallin, others followed in Kyiv and Baku.

As revolutions in Georgia and Serbia has demonstrated, political protests tied to
elections—with appropriate preparation through political activities, public edu-
cation, and international support—may be the magic mix which makes dictators dis-
appear. The freedom bug is contagious indeed.

To facilitate Lukashenka’s road from presidency back to the farm, or from Minsk
to Pyongyang, the opposition and supporters of Belarussian freedom should take
several joint steps. These include:

e Unification, or at least sustained cooperation, of the three main group com-
prising Belarus opposition; if over 200 Belarussian opposition political parties,
organizations and NGOs are working at cross purposes, the Lukashenka re-
gime will play one against the other, rendering them bickering and ineffec-
tive.

o Development of a joint strategy, program, and projects; nominating single via-
ble opposition candidates in each district. The demise of the liberal parties
in the Russian December 2003 Duma elections indicates that refusal to co-
operate leads to premature political death. Personal and group ambitions
should wait till the dictator is no longer there.

Severe public criticism of violation of election procedures, criticized in the past
by Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) which should
demand that the electoral laws are amended per OSCE past recommenda-
tions and that the OSCE elections observation mission is allowed to deploy
in Belarus well ahead of the October 2004 elections.

e Preparation for declaring elections illegitimate in case of election falsification
and other violations;
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e Expanding a domestic and international campaign to publicly investigate dis-
appearance of Lukashenka’s political opponents; appointment of an inter-
national public tribunal to that end; initiation of criminal procedures in Eu-
rope and the U.S. against those in the president’s circle who ordered and par-
ticipated in the murder of opposition politicians and journalists.

Building up a democratic opposition youth movement—not leaving the scene
to pro-Lukashenka BRYU (brew)—Belarussian Republican Youth Union;

Questioning the idea of a joint army with Russia: Belarussian boys should not
be sent as cannon fodder in Chechnya, while Russian soldiers should not be
posted on the Polish/NATO border. This is a prescription for more, not less,
instability in Europe. The consequences of such Russian/NATO friction are
hard to predict.

Preparation of a turn-out-the-vote campaign for parliamentary elections fo-
cused on youth and urban voters who traditionally mistrust Lukashenka.

Reaching out by Europe and U.S to the voters of Belarus through significant
and material support of the democratic opposition as well as using the tools
of public diplomacy, such as international broadcasting from countries around
Belarus in the AM band by opposition radio stations; launching opposition TV
broadcasting, and expanding people-to-people and educational exchanges.

Consultations with Russia be on regarding a possible change of regime that
will make Belarus more predictable and will benefit Russia by eliminating
the need to subsidize Belarusian economy through below-the-market price
natural gas, which provides over $2 billion a year to the inefficient state sec-
tor, and by making the transit route for the Russian gas to Europe more sta-
ble and less prone to interference by Minsk. Russia does not need a basket-
case economy led by a basket-case dictator as an albatross around its collec-
tive neck. Russians should know that if integrated, the bacilli of Belarussian
authoritarianism may exacerbate their country’s own tendency to limit free-
dom

Conclusion: The business of freedom in Eastern Europe is not over. Belarus, just
like Ukraine and Moldova, has not fully completed its transition from the Soviet
system to democratic capitalism. It is the duty of neighbors near and far, to help
complete the process and to reach the safe coast of democracy, security and pros-
perity.

Mr. BEREUTER. Thank you Mr. Cohen.

Next, we will hear from Mr. Paul LeGendre, Program Officer,
Working Group on Belarus and Secretariat for OSCE Parliamen-
tary Assembly.

You may proceed.

STATEMENT OF PAUL LEGENDRE, PROGRAM OFFICER, WORK-
ING GROUP ON BELARUS AND INTERNATIONAL SECRE-
TARIAT, OSCE PARLIAMENTARY ASSEMBLY

Mr. LEGENDRE. Mr. Chairman, on behalf of the OSCE Par-
liamentary Assembly Working Group on Belarus, I would like to
thank you for the opportunity to participate in today’s hearing.

Ms. Uta Zapf, a member of the German Bundestag and the chair
of the Working Group was, unfortunately, unable to appear today
due to parliamentary business of her own, but she would very
much liked to have come.

As you mentioned, I have submitted a written statement in ad-
vance and would therefore like to use the time available to me now
to touch on a few of the main points from that statement.

For the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly, Belarus has been a dom-
inant and at times divisive issue. In part, this is the result of the
longstanding debate over Belarus’ representation in the Assembly.
I touched upon the substance and ultimate result of that debate in
more written detail in my written statement.
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This 6-year long debate did not emerge in a vacuum, of course,
but rather in the context of a constitutional and political crisis
within the country. Thus, parallel to the legal debate over Belarus’
status within the Assembly, the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly
has always maintained a focus on the political situation within the
country. I would like to share with you some of the Assembly’s ob-
servations in this regard.

Four years ago in testimony to the U.S. Helsinki Commission,
the chair of the Working Group at that time described the polariza-
tion among political forces in Belarus. This polarization has not di-
minished since that time. There are currently deep divisions in
Belarusian society on questions concerning the legitimacy of those
in power.

There are likewise fundamental disagreements on issues of for-
eign policy priorities, democratization and economic development.
In the absence of regular and genuine political dialogue in the
country, election processes have been seen by the Parliamentary
Assembly as an opportunity for political forces to engage in a
meaningful way. Of course, in order for this to have a positive ef-
fect, those processes must be free and fair.

Unfortunately, the parliamentary and presidential elections in
2000 and 2001 were unable to play the potentially positive role en-
visioned by the Parliamentary Assembly. Both elections failed to
meet OSCE commitments for democratic elections.

The Working Group on Belarus is now looking with its partners
toward the new cycle of elections and more immediately to the par-
liamentary elections tentatively scheduled for October 2004. The
so-called four benchmarks formulated in the year 2000 by Euro-
pean institutions are still relevant. Let me summarize few of the
group’s observations in this regard.

Benchmark number one: Transparency of the election process.
Transparency of the election process stems from the electoral legis-
lation in place and from its proper implementation. The Working
Group has called on the Belarusian authorities to make certain
amendments to their electoral legislation to bring it into line with
OSCE standards. However, with the elections quickly approaching,
it seems unlikely that any substantial changes will be made.

Benchmark number two: Access of opposition to the state-run
mass media. Access to state-run media is essential, especially in an
environment where all electronic media is controlled by the state.
This access takes on added significance in a climate where inde-
pendent media outlets are barely able to function due in large part
to repressive measures by the authorities. There have been a num-
ber of cases of serious media freedom violations which the Working
Group has raised.

Benchmark number three: Nondiscrimination of political opposi-
tion. Criminal charges currently being launched against Mr.
Lebedko, a prominent opposition leader, for defamation of the
President appear to be the most recent example of politically moti-
vated harassment. The right to openly criticize the government’s
policies without fear of reprisals is especially important in an elec-
tion campaign. Such cases of harassment will only serve to stifle
the level of debate with regard to Belarus’ future course.
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In this regard, another area of serious concern involves the cases
of the disappeared political figures alleged to have been kidnapped
and murdered for their involvement in legitimate opposition activi-
ties. The lingering specter of these cases cannot but limit the num-
ber of people who would wish to engage in honest and legitimate
dissent against the government’s policies.

Benchmark number four: Meaningful powers for the parliamen-
tary body. The Working Group has repeatedly called for amend-
ments to Belarusian legislation which would endow the Belarusian
National Assembly with meaningful powers. Unfortunately, the
Working Group is at present unaware of any serious discussions on
this issue in the National Assembly or elsewhere in official state
structures. It is almost certain that the elections in 2004 will be
to a parliamentary body without the meaningful powers needed for
genuine parliamentary oversight of the executive branch.

Mr. Chairman, while all these issues have been vigorously de-
bated in the Assembly as a whole, it has been the Working Group
on Belarus which has taken the lead in moving these issues for-
ward. The Working Group was created in October 1998 with the
mandate to promote dialogue between political forces in Belarus.

From the Working Group’s point-of-view, dialogue is more than
a simple exchange of views. Rather, it is more akin to a regular as-
sessment of progress made toward those benchmarks which have
been set for Belarus’ further integration into European structures.
However, one might ask, why would the Working Group’s
Belarusian interlocutors be interested in such a dialogue?

The main carrot, if you will, lies in the fact that Belarus’ partici-
pation in the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly and adherence to the
organization’s commitments could serve as a stepping stone to
membership into other European structures. This includes, first
and foremost, the Council of Europe where Belarus is seeking to
regain its guest status. European Union membership is a far more
distant prospect, but there are a number of steps on that road from
which Belarus could benefit. Improvements in certain important bi-
lateral relationships are closely connected to this integration proc-
ess.

The Working Group sees the upcoming parliamentary elections
as the most immediate opportunity to engage the Belarusian au-
thorities in a dialogue on the four benchmarks. In this effort, the
Working Group is closely coordinating its actions with counterparts
in the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe and the
European Parliament. And representatives have been ready for
some time to travel to Belarus in the framework of a Parliamen-
tary Troika to further discuss the election processes already under-
way.

At present, unfortunately, there is a growing impatience among
these institutions with regard to the Belarusian authorities’ unwill-
ingness to thus far accept this visit.

Thus, as we see from this one example, a strategy based on dia-
logue is not without limitations. The most severe limitation lies in
the fact that dialogue can only be productive when it involves will-
ing partners. The Belarusian authorities have been at times willing
to engage but overall their interest in a genuine dialogue seems
minimal.
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As a result, the Working Group relies heavily on the input of its
many partners. Among them are civil society organizations, inter-
national NGOs, intergovernmental and interparliamentary organi-
zations. Most importantly, it relies on individual states which argu-
ably have the largest set of tools in influencing democratic develop-
ments in Belarus.

Mr. Chairman, let me conclude by saying that the conduct of the
last cycle of elections in 2000 and 2001 and subsequent develop-
ments have all inspired continued pessimism. Yet some optimism
comes from the fact that Belarusians are by and large ready for a
genuine democratization process.

The forthcoming parliamentary elections offer the next serious
opportunity for the Belarusian authorities to change course and
show signs that they are ready to embark on this process in ear-
nest. Benefits to European integration through dialogue and de-
mocratization are quite clear.

The Working Group on Belarus will continue to argue this case
in an effort to convince skeptical partners from within the
Belarusian National Assembly and the administration and will con-
tinue to rely on the partnership of a large number of international
actors and the variety of tools they have at their disposal to push
this process forward.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

[The prepared statement of Mr. LeGendre follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF PAUL LEGENDRE, PROGRAM OFFICER, WORKING GROUP ON
BELARUS AND INTERNATIONAL SECRETARIAT, OSCE PARLIAMENTARY ASSEMBLY

I. BELARUS AND THE OSCE PARLIAMENTARY ASSEMBLY

Belarus has arguably been the one issue which, more than any other, has occu-
pied the attention of the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly (OSCE PA). Not only has
it been a dominant issue, but it has also proved at times to be a divisive one.

Until recently, one source of debate has been Belarus’ representation in the As-
sembly. The origin of this debate dated back to 1997, at which time a new par-
liamentary body, the Belarusian National Assembly, created in the wake of the con-
troversial November 1996 constitutional referendum, sought recognition by the
OSCE PA. At the time, the 13th Supreme Soviet was the recognized parliamentary
body. An ad hoc Credentials Committee was created in January 1997 for the pur-
pose of reviewing the issue and recommended that the OSCE PA continue its rec-
ognition of the 13th Supreme Soviet. The credentials of the 13th Supreme Soviet
were again challenged in July 1998. A Credentials Committee was again set up and
recommended as before to deny the challenge. On the basis of another recommenda-
tion from this Committee, the OSCE PA’s leadership created a special Working
Group on Belarus several months later.

The issue of Belarus’ representation in the OSCE PA was again considered in
February and July 2001 in light of two new factors: On the one hand, the legal man-
date of the 13th Supreme Soviet had officially expired in January 2001. On the
other hand, the October 2000 elections to the Belarusian National Assembly were
criticized by an OSCE/ODIHR Technical Assessment Mission as “falling short of
meeting the minimum commitments for free, fair, equal, accountable, and trans-
parent elections.” These two factors contributed to a de facto “empty seat” whereby
Belarus was for a time unrepresented in the Assembly.

The seating of the Belarusian National Assembly was further debated during the
July 2002 Meeting of the OSCE PA’s Standing Committee of Heads of Delegation,
with a specific consideration for the organisation’s Rules of Procedure and the provi-
sions by which delegations are seated. The debate concluded with a procedural mo-
tion tabled by the Head of the American Delegation to the OSCE PA which post-
poned the decision of the seating until the next meeting of the Standing Committee.
Though the motion to postpone was carried, the closeness of the vote illustrated the
divisions in the Assembly on the issue and in some ways pitted two strategies—ex-
clusion versus inclusion—against one another.
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That next meeting of the Standing Committee took place in February 2003, at
which time a similar procedural motion to postpone was tabled following a debate
on the issue. On this occasion, however, the motion failed to receive the required
two-thirds support of the Standing Committee and the Belarusian National Assem-
bly was seated. Mr. Bruce George, the OSCE PA President presiding over the meet-
ing, concluded the debate by stating that the decision was a legal—not a political—
one and should in no way be interpreted as condoning the policies of the Belarusian
government.

This decision by no means resulted in Belarus being removed from the OSCE PA’s
agenda. The seven-year long debate of Belarus’ legal status within the OSCE PA
did not emerge in a vacuum, but rather in the context of a constitutional and polit-
ical crisis within the country. Thus, parallel to the legal debates, the OSCE PA has
always maintained a focus on the political situation in the country. A number of res-
olutions on Belarus have been vigorously debated and passed during the OSCE PA’s
Annual Sessions (the most recent from July 2003 is attached as an appendix to this
testimony) and, considering that these Resolutions’ criticisms of the Belarusian au-
thorities’ actions have largely gone unanswered, there is no reason to believe that
this level of attention will not continue. It remains to be seen whether or not the
Belarusian parliamentarians participating in the Assembly’s meetings (as full-
fledged members since February 2003) are willing to take part in a genuine discus-
sion on these important issues. Thus far, such willingness has not been forthcoming.

II. THE FOUR BENCHMARKS AND THE FORTHCOMING PARLIAMENTARY ELECTIONS

When Mr. Adrian Severin, then Chair of the OSCE PA ad hoc Working Group on
Belarus, testified before the U.S. House of Representatives Helsinki Commission in
March 2000, he described a polarization among political forces in Belarus. Polariza-
tion between those in positions of authority and those who form the political opposi-
tion (and who remain largely outside of the formal structures of state power) has
not diminished since that time. There are currently deep divisions in Belarusian so-
ciety on questions concerning the legitimacy of those in power. There are likewise
fundamental disagreements on issues of foreign policy priorities, democratization
and economic development. Yet though these divisions and disagreements exist, it
would be a mistake to think of Belarusian society in purely black and white terms.
One can encounter a variety of views in discussions with different government offi-
cials, Belarusian parliamentarians or civil society representatives.

In the absence of a regular and genuine political dialogue in the country on issues
of importance, electoral processes have been seen by the OSCE PA as an oppor-
tunity for political forces to engage in a meaningful way with one another and, per-
haps more importantly, with the public at large. Of course, those processes must
be free and fair in order to have a positive effect.

During a June 2000 visit of the parliamentary assemblies of the OSCE and the
Council of Europe and the European Parliament, this so-called “Parliamentary Troi-
ka” set four benchmarks which these organizations believed, if implemented, could
lead to free and fair elections. As formulated by the Parliamentary Troika in its
press release of 22 June 2000, the benchmarks were as follows:

the establishment of a democratic electoral code, guaranteeing full trans-
parency of the electoral process and a representative composition of the Cen-
tral, Regional and Local Electoral Commissions;

satisfactory procedures for the access of all political parties to the mass media,
especially the electronic media;

the establishment of meaningful functions for the Parliament to be elected; and
the observance of a ‘peace period’ for the development of minimum trust and
confidence during the period in the run-up to the elections (abstention from po-
litical suppression by way of criminal court proceedings and from harassment
by police and security forces).

Unfortunately, the parliamentary and presidential elections in 2000 and 2001, re-
spectively, were unable to play the potentially positive role envisioned by the Par-
liamentary Troika and other international organizations. As previously noted, the
October 2000 parliamentary elections were characterized by the OSCE/ODIHR as
“falling short of meeting the minimum commitments for free, fair, equal, account-
able, and transparent elections.” With regard to the presidential elections, the Inter-
national Limited Election Observation Mission (ILEOM) concluded that “. . . The
election process failed to meet OSCE commitments for democratic elections formu-
lated in the 1990 Copenhagen Document and the Council of Europe standards.”

Now, four years later, the OSCE PA is looking with its partners toward the new
cycle of elections—more immediately to the parliamentary elections tentatively
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scheduled for October 2004. While the political climate in Belarus today is not
markedly different from that in the run-up to the 2000 parliamentary elections,
there is one significant difference which should be noted. In contrast to the par-
liamentary elections in 2000, when a large part of the political opposition boycotted
the elections, opposition forces have declared their intention to take part in the par-
liamentary elections in October 2004. Furthermore, the various opposition forces
have been negotiating, albeit with some difficulty, the formation of a united bloc.
The OSCE PA Working Group on Belarus views this as a positive development since
it has always been of the view that a strong opposition is essential for Belarus’ de-
mocratization, and that a united opposition would offer the best opportunity for
those political forces to provide a real alternative for Belarusian voters.

The benchmarks formulated in 2000 are still relevant and provide a framework
in which to assess the political situation in the country in the run-up to the October
2004 elections. Unfortunately, during the course of numerous visits since the com-
pletion of the last election cycle, the Working Group on Belarus has seen little if
any progress with regard to these benchmarks. On the contrary, many of the poli-
cies pursued by the Belarusian authorities can only be seen as steps backwards and
cause for serious concern. Below are some of the observations (in the general context
of the four benchmarks) of the Working Group on Belarus from the most recent vis-
its to the country:

Transparency of the election process

The transparency of the election process stems from the electoral legislation in
place and from its proper implementation, both in letter and in spirit. The Working
Group has called on the Belarusian authorities to make the necessary amendments
to their electoral legislation which would provide a wider representation of political
forces in the electoral commissions at all levels, increased opportunities for both do-
mestic and international observation, and greater limits and more controls over
early and mobile voting. Ms. Uta Zapf, a Member of the German Bundestag and
the current Chair of the Working Group on Belarus, expressed some hope following
a Working Group visit in May 2003 that such changes would be considered. How-
ever, with the elections quickly approaching, it now seems unlikely that any
changes will be made. Of course, the implementation of the legislation is arguably
as important as the content, and even flawed election legislation could be imple-
mented in a way that contributes to free and fair elections. This would, however,
require the Belarusian authorities to demonstrate the political will, undetectable at
present, to conduct truly free and fair elections.

Access of opposition to the state-run mass media

Access to state-run media is essential, especially in an environment where all
electronic media is controlled by the state. This access takes on added significance
in a climate where independent media outlets, which might be more inclined to pro-
vide campaign coverage of candidates from opposition parties, are barely able to
function due in large part to repressive measures by the authorities. The Resolution
on Belarus from the 2003 Rotterdam Annual Session “condemn[ed] the continuing
repression of non state-owned, independent media and the persecution of inde-
pendent journalists, specifically the ban and censorship of newspapers such as
Narodnaya Volya, Navinki and Vecherny Stolin, especially worrisome in this regard
being the three-month suspension of the publication Belaruskaya Delovaya Gazeta.”
Just prior to the Rotterdam Session, in a press conference in May 2003 at the con-
clusion of a Working Group visit, Ms. Zapf also raised her concern over the case of
Mr. Ivashkevich, the editor of the newspaper Rabochy, who was imprisoned at the
time on criminal defamation charges. These are just a few of the cases of media
freedom violations which have attracted the attention of the Working Group.

The only potential glimmer of hope on the media front has come from the much-
discussed draft media law. The Belarusian authorities have for some time been de-
veloping a draft media law to replace the current flawed legislation regulating the
media. They have also promised the Working Group on several occasions to forward
the draft legislation for evaluation by international organisations.

If such a draft law is further developed with input from civil society and in line
with international standards, some of the concerns voiced in recent months might
be addressed. The Working Group has sought to inject much-needed transparency
into the process by proposing to moderate a round table on the subject with rep-
resentatives of the Belarusian National Assembly, the Ministry of Information, jour-
nalists, political party leaders and international experts. It remains to be seen
whether the authorities will take advantage of this opportunity to begin to address
the pervasive mistrust which currently exists between independent journalists and
the authorities.
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Non-discrimination of political opposition

The criminal charges currently (at the writing of this testimony) being launched
against Mr. Anatoly Lebedko, a prominent members of the political opposition, for
defamation of the President, appear to be the most recent example of politically-mo-
tivated harassment of an opposition figure. The right to openly criticise the govern-
ment’s policies without fear of reprisals, important at all times, is especially impor-
tant in an election campaign and such cases of harassment will only serve to stifle
the level of debate with regard to Belarus’ future course. The Working Group has
previously drawn attention to the harassment of Belarusian parliamentarians be-
longing to the opposition-oriented Respublika Group and the OSCE PA 2003 Rot-
terdam Resolution on Belarus “condemn[ed] every attempt at repression, discrimina-
tion and politically-motivated criminal charges against these and other parliamen-
tarians.”

More broadly speaking, the unhindered development of a thriving civil society
contributes in important, if indirect, ways to an environment where free and fair
elections are a realistic possibility. In September 2001, the International Limited
Election Observation Mission “welcome[d] and acknowledge[d] the emergence of a
pluralist civil society, being the foundation for the development of democratic polit-
ical structures, representing all segments of the population.” More recently though,
numerous non-governmental organisations have been closed down for largely tech-
nical violations of the legislation, although the sheer number and timing of these
closures leads one to suspect a political motivation behind the actions of the authori-
ties. At the time of its latest visit to Minsk in November 2003, the Working Group
raised the cases of Youth Christian-Social Union, Civil Initiatives, Varuta, Kontur,
IREX, Belarusian Trade Union of Air Traffic Controllers, Ratusha, Legal Assistance
to the Population, Women’s Response, Vesna and Independent Society for Legal Re-
search, Belarusian Helsinki Committee, and Lev Sapega Foundation which at the
time had already been liquidated or had been warned that they could be. Inde-
pendent trade unions, another crucial component of civil society, have largely been
dismantled to the advantage of state-sponsored ones.

Another area of serious concern involves the cases of disappeared political figures,
alleged to have been kidnapped and murdered for their involvement in legitimate
opposition activities. Time after time, the Working Group on Belarus has expressed
its deep discouragement with the authorities apparent abandonment of these cases
without having ever provided any satisfactory answers as to the circumstances sur-
rounding these disappearances. The lack of a resolution in these cases cannot but
limit the number of people who would wish, in the face of such a potential threat,
to engage in honest and legitimate dissent against the government’s policies.

Meaningful functions and powers for the parliamentary body

The OSCE PA and other international organizations have repeatedly called for
amendments to Belarusian legislation which would endow the Belarusian National
Assembly with meaningful functions and powers. Unfortunately, the Working Group
is at present unaware of any serious discussions on this issue either in the National
Assembly or elsewhere in official state structures. It is thus almost certain that the
elections in 2004 will be to a parliamentary body without the meaningful functions
and powers needed for genuine parliamentary oversight of the executive branch.

III. STRATEGIES OF THE OSCE PA AD HOC WORKING GROUP ON BELARUS

The OSCE PA ad hoc Working Group on Belarus was created in October 1998
with the mandate to play a supportive role in the work of the OSCE Advisory and
Monitoring Group (Note: The OSCE AMG operated in Belarus from 1998-2002),
promote dialogue between political forces, and assist in the development of democ-
racy in Belarus. In many ways, the Working Group is well placed to do this, having
been given its mandate by the leadership of the OSCE PA, an organization whose
overarching goal is to promote dialogue among parliamentarians from OSCE partici-
pating States. Furthermore, the Working Group is working in the broader frame-
work of the OSCE, the only European institution in which Belarus is a participating
State. The OSCE also has a local presence in Belarus—the OSCE Office in Minsk—
which is an important partner for the Working Group.

Dialogue is more than a simple exchange of views. Rather it is more akin to a
regular assessment of progress made toward those benchmarks which have been set
for Belarus’ further integration into European structures, of which the OSCE is only
one of several. However, one might ask: why should the Working Group’s Belarusian
interlocutors be interested in such a dialogue? First of all, Members of the
Belarusian National Assembly now have a seat in the OSCE PA, but not necessarily
the respect of fellow parliamentary colleagues. This respect is derived, most impor-
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tantly, from the legitimacy which only free and fair elections can offer, but also from
active involvement in OSCE PA activities. For the Belarusian Delegation to the
OSCE PA, this means the honest participation in debates on the political situation
in Belarus, a subject likely to be of concern and attention for the OSCE PA as a
whole for some time to come.

Secondly, Belarus’ participation in the OSCE PA and adherence to the organiza-
tion’s commitments could serve as a stepping stone to membership into other Euro-
pean structures that the Belarusian authorities have declared a desire to join. This
includes first and foremost the Council of Europe where Belarus is seeking to regain
its guest status. European Union membership is a far more distant prospect, but
there are a number of steps on that road from which Belarus could benefit. The
“Wider Europe—New Neighborhood” initiative of the European Union is one exam-
ple. In a recent op-ed piece in the Washington Post, Mr. Urban Ahlin, Chair of the
Foreign Affairs Committee of the Swedish Parliament and Member of the Working
Group on Belarus, outlined the potential benefits of the policy for countries like
Belarus. Yet without greater engagement and steps toward democratization from
the Belarusian side, the EU is unlikely to be too enthusiastic about extending to
Belarus the full benefits of this program.

Since the presidential elections in 2001, the Working Group has pursued its man-
date of promoting dialogue and assisting the democratization process on two levels:
within Belarusian society and within the structures of the OSCE PA.

Within Belarus, the Working Group sees the upcoming parliamentary elections as
the most immediate opportunity to engage the Belarusian authorities in a dialogue
on the four benchmarks. In this effort, the Working Group is closely coordinating
its efforts with its counterparts in the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Eu-
rope (PACE) and the European Parliament (EP). While each of these three institu-
tions has slightly different priorities in their relationship with Belarus, they all see
free and fair elections as an opportunity for Belarus’ further integration into Euro-
pean structures. The Presidents of the three institutions have agreed to coordinate
their activities vis-a-vis the Belarusian parliamentary elections and representatives
are ready to travel to Belarus in the framework of a “troika” to further discuss the
election processes already underway.

Whereas this Troika traveled to Minsk on four occasions for high-level meetings
in connection with the previous election cycle in Belarus, the Belarusian authorities
have reacted with some hostility to the renewal of cooperation between these insti-
tutions in the run-up to this year’s elections. In particular, the Belarusian authori-
ties have expressed an unwillingness to work with Mr. Jan Marinus Wiersma, the
representative of the EP component of the Troika and don’t seem to be much more
favorable to the PACE representative. Their esteem for the PACE will unlikely in-
crease following the important upcoming debates during the PACE session in April
on the media situation in Belarus and the disappearances of opposition figures. The
OSCE PA Working Group has deplored such an unwillingness to cooperate and has
indicated that it is an affront to these institutions to reject the democratically-cho-
sen members of a proposed delegation. It remains to be seen whether or not the
Belarusian authorities will accept a visit of the Parliamentary Troika.

Elections are indeed an important process, yet will unlikely serve as a panacea
for all societal ills. The Working Group has therefore also sought to establish a more
permanent dialogue with both the Belarusian authorities and civil society. Thus far,
this has largely been two separate dialogues—one with civil society and the other
with Belarusian parliamentarians and government officials—even if there tends to
be a certain overlap between the two. The press releases of the Working Group’s
most recent visits to Minsk (attached as appendices to this testimony) offer a closer
look at the types of issues being raised.

The Working Group has also sought more recently to moderate a dialogue in
which parliamentarians and government officials would discuss issues of mutual im-
portance directly with civil society representatives. The Working Group would also
hope to involve parliamentarians from neighboring countries in these discussions.
As previously mentioned, the Working Group has proposed that the first such round
table be devoted to the subject of media, and there are a number of topics which
could be explored in the future. There is a certain amount of enthusiasm among the
various participants for this initiative, yet the Belarusian authorities, though com-
mitted in words to this process, have been less responsive in deed.

The Working Group also seeks to periodically reinforce the work it is doing in
Belarus within the structures of the OSCE PA. In addition to reporting regularly
to the Standing Committee, the Working Group members have taken the lead in
a more or less constant debate in the Assembly on the political situation in Belarus.
This has been done largely by initiating during the OSCE PA’s Annual Sessions res-
olutions on Belarus, which are subsequently debated and amended in committees
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and then passed by the Assembly as a whole. Resolutions on Belarus have been
passed in St. Petersburg (1999), Bucharest (2000), Berlin (2002), and Rotterdam
(2003) and Working Group members are considering a similar resolution for the Ses-
sion in Edinburgh in July 2004.

Members of the Belarusian National Assembly were unable to take part in these
debates until 2003, when they assumed Belarus’ seat in the organization and ob-
tained the right to take part in the discussions. Thus, the debate on the Resolution
on Belarus in Rotterdam last summer was the first in which the Belarusian parlia-
mentarians were able to participate. In a step that is somewhat contrary to the spir-
it of the Assembly, the Belarusian delegation chose to use its energy in an effort
to block the resolution from being placed on the agenda rather than in voicing their
opinions on the substance of the resolution.

The Working Group has also sought to capitalize on the presence of a large num-
ber of Assembly Members during the Annual Sessions by organizing on the sidelines
open round tables on specific issues related to the situation in Belarus. Such a
round table was organized in Berlin in 2002 and again in Rotterdam in 2003 on the
subject of the electoral legislation in Belarus. Unfortunately, the Belarusian delega-
tion chose not to participate in the latter event. The Working Group is currently
planning a similar event in Edinburgh and has already informed the Belarusian del-
egation in the hope and expectation that they will participate in these debates.

While the institutional framework of the OSCE PA makes dialogue the best and
most logical strategy for the Working Group on Belarus, it is naturally not without
limitations. The most severe limitation lies in the fact that dialogue can only be pro-
ductive when it involves willing partners. The Belarusian authorities have at times
been willing to engage, but overall their interest in a genuine dialogue seems mini-
mal and this is reflected in the fact that there hasn’t been any progress in the four
benchmarks. The OSCE PA is also limited in the fact that it has few means to im-
pose genuine dialogue upon unwilling partners. As previously mentioned, the OSCE
PA has largely positive incentives (i.e. further integration into European structures)
as the main tool as its disposal. Condemnation in the form of resolutions and other
statements of the OSCE PA is the only real consequence for a failure to engage.
Thus, the OSCE PA has much to offer for cooperation, but little in the way of “pun-
ishment” for a failure to cooperate. As a result, the OSCE PA relies heavily on the
input of its many partners, among them civil society organizations, international
NGOs, inter-governmental and inter-parliamentary organizations. Most importantly,
this list also includes individual states which, through bi-lateral relations, arguably
have the largest set of “tools” in influencing democratic developments in Belarus.

IV. PERSPECTIVES

The conduct of the last cycle of elections in 2000 and 2001 and subsequent devel-
opments can only inspire continued pessimism. Yet, some optimism comes from the
fact that Belarusians are by and large ready for a genuine democratization process
and civil society does not appear to be easily deterred, despite the obstacles, f